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PROPAGANDISTS OF ~ 


DISTRUST AND HATE” 


66 VERY American has the right to 

express his opinion and to engage 
in open propaganda if he wishes, but it 
is obviously against public interest for 
those who have financial interest in, or 
may be engaged in contracts for the con- 
struction of naval vessels, to secretly at- 
tempt to influence public opinion or pub- 
lic officials by propaganda in favor of 
larger armaments and attempt to defeat 
the efforts of governments in world limit- 
ation of such armaments or to employ 
persons for such purpose.” 

This statement is from President Hoo- 
ver’s statement of September 6 condemn- 
ing “propaganda” that “has been directed 
to create international distrust and hate.” 
The President’s denunciation was caused 
by a suit filed by Mr. William B. Shearer 
on August 21 against the Bethlehem Ship- 
building Corporation, the Newport News 
Shipbuilding Company, and the American 
Brown-Boveri Electric Corporation. Mr. 
Shearer is suing these firms for the sum 
of $257,655, which he says is owed him 
for services rendered at the Geneva Naval 
Conference. 

Mr. Shearer states that he entered the 
employ of the shipbuilding companies in 
1926. During the last few years he has 
made scores of Big Navy addresses, in- 
cluding speeches for the National Secur- 
ity League. Mr. Shearer states that some 
of these speeches had been previously 
checked by American navy officers. Part 
of Mr. Shearer’s activities consisted in 
forming the acquaintance of Congressmen 
for the purpose of giving them “informa- 
tion” in regard to naval matters. In 1927 
he went to the Geneva Nava! Conference 
and it was owing to his activities that the 
press contained many articles that un- 


doubtedly contributed to the failure of 
that conference. The British Foreign 
Office protested to the State Department 
against Mr. Shearer’s activities, and Sec- 
retary Kellogg, according to Mr. Shearer, 
“warned” his employers against him. Mr. 
Shearer was discharged by the shipbuild- 
ing companies in March 1929, “without 
giving any reason whatsoever.’ Through- 
out this entire period Mr. Shearer posed 
as an independent expert. Until the fil- 
ing of his suit on August 21, he did not 
reveal the fact that he was an agent of 
these companies. He acknowledges hav- 
ing received $51,000 for his services, but 
is suing for an additional amount five 
times as great. 

The three shipbuilding companies in- 
volved in the Shearer incident have all 
received building contracts from the 
American government. In fact these are 
the only companies equipped in this coun- 
try to build naval craft.' The Bethlehem 
Shipbuilding Corporation built the air- 
plane carrier Lexington, and the Brown- 
3overi Corporation built its sister ship, 
the Saratoga. These two companies, and 
in addition the Newport News Shipbuild- 
ing Corporation all received contracts to 
build cruisers authorized in the 1924 
program. 

During the early history of this coun- 
try naval] construction was regarded as a 
government function, but within recent 
years the Navy Department has given a 
large number of contracts to private ship 
companies. In an effort to check this 
tendency, Congress inserted a proviso in 
the act of December 18, 1924 to the effect 
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that naval construction should take place 
in government yards when, in the opinion 
of the Secretary of the Navy, this does 
not invclve an appreciable increase of 
cost to the government. 

Sut in allotting the contracts for the 
eight cruisers in the 1924 act, this proviso 
was apparently ignored by the Navy De- 
partment. Although in some cases the 
naval-yard bids were about $3,000,000 
less than private bids, the Navy Depart- 
ment awarded five out of the eight cruis- 
ers to private yards. These five cruisers 
are being constructed by the three firms 
now under suspicion in the Shearer inci- 
dent—the Bethlehem Shipbuilding Cor- 
poration, the Newport News Shipbuilding 
Company and the American Brown-Bo- 
veri Electric Corporation. On March 16, 
1928 Congressman Dallinger of Massa- 
chusetts declared to the House, “If the 
true facts should be obtained from the 
Navy Department it would show that 
every one of these cruisers can be built in 
these navy yards and arsenals where the 
people of this country have hundreds of 
millions of dollars invested in these 
plants for $3,000,000 less per vessel. But 


the facts are suppressed, because it is in 
the interest apparently of certain people 
to give these contracts to private corpora- 
tions so that they can make big profits 


from them.’? According to Congressman 
Dallinger’s estimates, $15,000,000 would 
have been saved to the American people 
had the five cruisers in the 1924 program 
been given to the navy yards rather than 
to private concerns. 

In order to curtail the discretion of the 
Navy Department which had thus favored 
the private yards in the past, Congress 
adopted the Dallinger amendment to the 
effect that eight out of the fifteen cruisers 
authorized in the act of February 1929 
should be constructed in government 
yards. 

At the hearings of the House Naval 
Committee in February 1928, shipbuilders 
testified that the shipbuilding industry in 
this country was then at its lowest ebb in 
40 years, and it was intimated that con- 
: tracts to build cruisers would help revive 
it. On June 29 and July 3, 1929, the Navy 
Department awarded contracts for the 
construction of two of the fifteen cruisers 
to the Bethlehem Shipbuilding Corpora- 
tion (to be constructed in Quincy, Massa- 
chusetts) and the New York Shipbuilding 
Company (a subsidiary of the Brown-Bo- 
veri Corporation) respectively. At the 
same time the Department awarded con- 
tracts to the Puget Sound, New York and 


2. Congressional Record, March 16, 1928, p. 4512. 
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Philadelphia Navy Yards for the con. 
struction of one cruiser each. 

Representatives of the shipbuilding 
firms do not deny that Mr. Shearer was 
in their employ, but they declare he was 
merely a “reporter” and not a “propa- 
gandist” to oppose disarmament. In a 
letter to President Hoover made public 
September 10, 1929, E. G. Grace of the 
Bethlehem Corporation declared that 
when the companies learned that Mr. 
Shearer was a propagandist and not an 
observer, they felt “that the employment 
of such a man was in conflict with the 
policy” of the company “to refrain from 
participation in propaganda intended to 
influence the naval and military policies 
of the United States government.” Sec- 
retary of the Navy Adams declares that 
naval officers were “extremely cautious” 
in their dealings with Mr. Shearer; and 
according to President Hoover, Admiral 
Hilary Jones, head of the American dele- 
gation at the Geneva Naval Conference, 
had never met him. 

The President has asked the Attorney 
General to consider what action can be 
taken to “free the country” of this type 
of propagandist influence. And at the in- 
itiative of Senator Borah, the Senate 
Naval Committee has opened an inquiry. 
Since contracts to private companies for 
the construction of only two of the new 
fifteen cruisers have been let, it should be 
possible to withhold further contracts 
from these companies should the Shearer 
charges against them be sustained. It is 
doubtful whether there are any legal 
means of suspending their contracts for 
cruiser construction under the 1924 pro- 
gram. 

While the President’s attack on naval 
propaganda has been generally applauded, 
there are those who demand that the in- 
vestigation be broadened. Thus ex-Am- 
bassador R. W. Child demands that the 
Senate investigate the “employees of 
church organizations and of fanatic paci- 
fists’ machines.” These organizations 
would probably welcome an investigation 
if it included our flourishing organizations 
of professional “patriots.” 

Moreover, the Shearer incident wil! 
probably facilitate the progress of the 
present naval negotiations. These revela- 
tions are a blow at the Big Navy school, 
and should give to President Hoover the 
additional backing which now seems 
necessary if the yardstick formula is to 
be adopted. Mr. Shearer has probably 
done more for the cause of disarmament 
than all the organized pacifist efforts. 

R. L. B. 
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